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Introduction 
 
Montana, along with many western states, experienced a severe fire season in the summer of 2017. 
According to the Northern Rockies Coordination Center (NRCC), fires consumed 1,276,456 acres of 
Montana lands. Nearly half of these lands are U.S. Forest Service owned (Table 1). The severity of the 
fire season led Montana’s Governor, Steve Bullock, to declare a state of emergency at the beginning of 
September. At this time, the state had already exceeded the $30 million in its firefighting fund by $14.5 
million.1 The NRCC estimates the total costs of fighting Montana’s wildfires topped $390 million.2 The 
combination of extreme firefighting costs and lower than expected revenues, generated a $200 million 
shortfall with the state government.3 
 
Table 1. Montana 2017 wildfire totals. 4 
 Human Caused Lightning Caused Wildfire Totals 
 Fires Acres Fires Acres Fires Acres 
Bureau of Indian Affairs 366 10,375 55 64,613 421 74,988 
Bureau of Land 
Management 
11 1,574 86 371,196 97 372,770 
MT Counties 537 77,312 272 109,073 809 186,385 
U.S. Forest Service 166 191 262 612,092 428 612,283 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife 
Service 
1 5 7 818 8 823 
National Park Service 1 650 21 21,630 22 22,280 
Dept. of Natural 
Resources & 
Conservation 
154 4,127 128 2,800 282 6,927 
Total 1,236 94,234 831 1,182,222 2,067 1,276,456 
  
 
As extensive and damaging as the 2017 fire season appears to have been, the lives, property, and 
wildlands lost to the fires and the expense incurred to fight them only tell a portion of the story. Tourism 
and outdoor recreation are staples in the Montana economy. In 2016, visitors to Montana spent $3.04 
                                                          
1 Sherman D (2017) Bullock declares state of disaster in Montana due to wildfires. KRTV.com. 01 Sep 2017. 
http://www.krtv.com/story/36274545/bullock-declares-state-of-disaster-in-montana-due-to-wildfires  
2 NRCC (2017) 2017 NRGA year-to-date large wildland fires >100 acres by state. Retrieved from: 
https://gacc.nifc.gov/nrcc/predictive/intelligence/ytd_historical/ytd-daily-large.htm  
3 Quinton S (2017) Wildfires put state budgets under pressure in Montana, nationally. Great Falls Tribune. 07 Oct 
2017. http://www.greatfallstribune.com/story/news/2017/10/07/wildfires-put-state-budgets-under-pressure-
montana-nationally/743180001/  
4 NRCC (2017) 2017 year-to-date fires and acres by state & agency. Retrieved from: 
https://gacc.nifc.gov/nrcc/predictive/intelligence/ytd_historical/ytd-daily-state.htm  
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billion on goods and services, supporting more than 47,000 jobs in industries ranging from lodging, to 
retail sales, to outfitting and guiding, and even to Uber drivers.5 Given the nature of Montana’s tourism, 
it is inherently entwined with the natural resources of the state and the ability to take part in outdoor 
recreation. As such, when more than a million acres burn during the state’s peak travel season, negative 
effects should be anticipated.  
 
This report is divided into two sections.  Section 1 focuses on nonresident visitors to Montana and the 
change in travel behavior due to the wildfires.  Section 2 explores the impact of the wildfires to residents 
of Montana in terms of outdoor recreation and travel within the state.  
Section 1 – Impact of wildfires on Nonresident Tourism in MT 
Purpose 
The purpose of this section is to identify the fire and smoke induced economic impacts on Montana’s 
tourism economy, resulting from changes in visitation by nonresidents.  
Methods 
Primary data was collected via an online panel survey designed to prompt the respondents to provide 
information on decisions to travel to Montana during the peak of fire season; July through September. 
The panel consists of non-Montana residents who have been to Montana at some point previously and 
been intercepted by surveyors with ITRR as part of the annual nonresident visitor survey. Individuals 
also may have joined the panel through visiting the VisitMT website and signing up. The panelists have 
agreed to periodically take part in travel and recreation based online surveys. Results of the panel 
survey are compared against data collected in the third quarter of ITRR’s annual nonresident intercept 
survey.   
Response rate 
The online survey was distributed to a panel of 4,359 adults via Qualtrics on 17 October 2017, followed 
by a reminder email two days later to all those panelists who had not yet responded. Of those invited to 
take the survey, 200 emails were undeliverable and 1,203 viable surveys were completed. This provides 
a final response rate of 29%. 
Representative nonresident sample   
By limiting the survey pool to nonresidents who voluntarily agreed to answer follow-up surveys 
conducted by ITRR, the possibility exists that the sample does not accurately represent the typical 
Montana visitor. To check for commonality between the panel and the larger nonresident visitor survey, 
                                                          
5 Grau K (2016) 2016 nonresident visitation, expenditures & economic impact estimates. Institute for Tourism and 
Recreation Research Publications. 358. Retrieved from: 
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1359&context=itrr_pubs  
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we pull several key demographics from the nonresident survey for comparison. These demographics 
include: gender and age, state and country origin, mode of travel, and purpose of travel of the 
respondents.    
Nonresident Visitor Results 
Demographics 
Slightly more men (56%) than women (44%) responded to the survey. The average respondent was 57 
years old.  The average male respondent was 59.4 years and the average female was 54.2. Each of three 
commonly classified adult generations (Baby Boomers, Gen-X, and Millennials) were represented in the 
sample. Millennials (Adults less than 36 years old) represented the smallest group at 10% of the total. 
Gen-X (Age 36-53) is represented by 22% of the respondents. Baby Boomers (assumed to be all 
respondents over age 53) make up the largest group, with 68% of the total responses. The respondent 
gender and age fall in line with those represented in ITRR’s nonresident visitor survey. In 2016, 57% of 
respondents were male, and 43% female. The average respondent age was 56 years. 
 
Forty-eight of 49 states (not counting Montana) are represented in the sample with at least one 
respondent (Table 2). Washington residents lead all states or other geographies with 141 respondents. 
In total, US residents comprised 81% of the respondents. 
 
 
Table 2. Respondent states of origin. 
State Frequency 
Portion of 
US 
respondents 
Portion of 
all 
responses 
Washington 141 15% 12% 
Idaho 79 8% 7% 
California 68 7% 6% 
Minnesota 61 6% 5% 
Oregon 47 5% 4% 
Colorado 46 5% 4% 
Utah 43 4% 4% 
Texas 33 3% 3% 
Florida 28 3% 2% 
Wisconsin 28 3% 2% 
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Canadian residents made up 17% of the respondents, with 67% (N=138) of those originating from 
Alberta. Nine other countries, led by the United Kingdom (N=6), were also represented in the sample. 
The states and provinces are largely representative of the typical intercept survey respondent.  
 
Traveling to Montana 
More than nine in ten of the 1,203 respondents (91%) were aware of the wildfire conditions in Montana 
in 2017. Of those respondents that were not aware, 27% were non US residents. Roughly half of all 
respondents traveled to Montana in July, August or September of 2017 (N=607). It is important to 
emphasize that panelists include those who have traveled to Montana any time (or multiple times) 
between 2012 and the end of the third quarter of 2017.  Respondents were equally as likely to visit in 
July as they were in August, though fewer did so in September (Table 3). Fourteen percent of the 
respondents indicated they were in Montana for at least two of the months, while 7% were in Montana 
for at least part of all three months. 
 
 
Table 3. Month of Montana visits. 
Month Visiting Frequency Proportion of Respondents 
July 333 28% 
August 336 28% 
September 269 22% 
No visits during period 596 50% 
   
Travel Mode 
In line with most visitors to Montana, respondents reported arriving in Montana by car or truck at rates 
much higher than any other mode, 77%. Cars and trucks were distantly followed up by RV and trailers at 
20% of the sample, and then by air travel at 16% (Table 4). Respondents were able to select more than 
one mode. 
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Table 4. Mode of travel to Montana. 
Mode of Travel Frequency Proportion of Respondents 
Auto/Truck 465 77% 
RV/Trailer 124 20% 
Air 100 16% 
Motorcycle 21 3% 
Train 3 0% 
Bus 0 0% 
Bicycle 4 1% 
Other 0 0% 
 
Travel Purpose 
Of the 607 respondents who visited at some point during the 2017 summer months, the most 
commonly cited purpose of respondents’ trips to Montana was for vacation, recreation or pleasure 
(74%), followed by visiting friends or relatives in the state (36%) (Table 5). Note that respondents can 
choose more than one purpose. Vacationers and those visiting friends and relatives are substantially 
overrepresented in the panel survey as compared to the expected breakout of Montana visitors. 
Typically, vacationers and those visiting family and friends make up 47% and 23% of all visitors 
respectively.   
 
Table 5. Purpose of trip to Montana. 
Purpose of Trip Frequency Proportion of Respondents 
Vacation/recreation/pleasure 452 74% 
Visit friends/relatives living in Montana 220 36% 
Just passing through 93 15% 
Shopping 64 11% 
Business/convention/meeting 58 10% 
Other (medical, visit schools, etc.) 34 6% 
 
Smoke and Fire Effects on Travel 
Respondents who visited the state during the concerned months were asked whether or not the 
presence of smoke affected their trip to Montana. They were given six different options from which they 
could choose multiple responses. Nearly a third (30%) indicated that there was no smoke where they 
visited, and thus had no effect on their travels. Nearly another third (31%) indicated the smoke was not 
bad enough in their travel area to have a substantially negative effect. For those visitors that did 
experience a negative effect, 7% indicated they had to change where they visited in Montana, while 10% 
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percent were unable to take part in their desired activities at their desired locations. Thirty-four percent 
continued with their activities at their preferred locations, but were hampered by the smoke in some 
fashion. Only 7% indicated they shortened their stay in Montana due to the smoke or fires (Figure 1).   
  
Figure 1. Fire effects on nonresident travel in Montana. 
 
 
 
Of those respondents who indicated they had to change where they visited in Montana, the vast 
majority had planned to visit destinations in Flathead (44%) or Missoula (25%) counties. The displaced 
travelers relocated their travels to 16 different identifiable counties across Montana. The largest 
recipient of these visitors was Gallatin County, at 18%. Flathead (12%), Glacier (12%), and Missoula 
(10%) counties were also all recipients of displaced visitors. Some of these visitors simply moved 
locations within counties, thus why Flathead and Missoula fall into both the county where visitors left, 
and the county where they went to. 
 
Inhibiting Activities 
Respondents were provided the opportunity to elaborate on the activities they were unable to do in 
their desired locations or were otherwise hampered due to the smoke. Of those respondents who 
indicated they were unable to take part in a desired activity at their preferred location (N=62), scenic 
driving (55%) and day hiking (58%) were far and away the most frequently observed difficulty. These 
were followed next by nature photography at 24%.   
30%
31%
7%
10%
34%
7%
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%
No, there was no smoke or fires where I visited
No, the smoke wasn't too bad
Yes, I had to change where I visited in Montana
Yes, I was not able to take part in my desired activities at
my preferred location
Yes, I continued with my activities at my preferrred
location, but the experience was hampered
Yes, I shortened my stay
Proportion of Respondents
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Much of Montana, west of the divide, experienced some levels of smoke at some point over the 
summer. This was revealed through the numerous locations from which visitors had to relocate their 
activities. To keep the discussion succinct, we broke down the locations into 6 areas of impact. The areas 
from which visitors were dislocated are shown in Table 6 below. Note that a single respondent can 
indicate more than one activity and more than one location.   
 
Table 6. Frequency of relocated activities by location. 
 
Glacier/ 
NW 
Montana 
Missoula/ 
Bitterroot 
Seeley 
Lake/ 
Lincoln 
Butte/ 
Helena 
Yellowstone 
Region 
Southwest 
Montana 
Scenic driving 15 5 3 0 1 0 
Day hiking 17 6 3 0 0 3 
Nature 
photography 
7 2 1 0 0 0 
Car/RV camping 5 2 1 0 0 0 
Visiting historical 
sites 
1 0 1 0 0 0 
Visit farmers 
market 
0 2 0 0 0 0 
Fishing/Fly fishing 3 3 0 1 1 0 
Attending festival 
or event 
1 1 0 0 0 0 
River 
rafting/floating 
0 1 0 0 0 0 
Bicycling (mountain 
or road) 
3 1 0 1 0 1 
Other 3 1 1 0 0 0 
  
Similar to those activities that actually had to be relocated, scenic driving (70%) and day hiking (41%) 
were most likely to be hampered. However, unlike the moved activities, scenic driving far outweighs 
even day hiking. This would appear to be logical given scenic driving typically takes place en-route to 
other locations and is not as easily moved without substantial time costs. Respondents provided more 
variation in the locations of hampered activities, as compared to those relocated and thus we added two 
location categories (Table 7). Again, the northwest corner of the state, including Glacier National Park, 
appears to have been the most impacted during the 2017 fire season. 
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Table 7. Frequency of hampered activities by location. 
 
Glacier/ 
NW MT 
Missoula/ 
Bitterroot 
Seeley 
Lake/ 
Lincoln 
Butte/ 
Helena 
Yellow-
stone 
Region 
South-
west 
Region 
South-
east 
Region 
Central 
Region 
Scenic 
driving 
53 15 3 3 12 9 7 1 
Day hiking 36 11 1 0 11 4 1 0 
Nature 
photography 
26 1 0 0 8 4 0 0 
Car/RV 
camping 
18 5 0 1 4 4 1 0 
Visiting 
historical 
sites 
2 1 0 0 0 3 3 1 
Visit farmers 
market 
3 5 0 2 1 1 0 0 
Fishing/Fly 
fishing 
6 3 2 0 3 7 0 1 
Attending 
festival or 
event 
2 4 3 0 0 2 0 0 
River 
rafting/ 
floating 
4 2 0 1 0 1 0 2 
Bicycling 
(mountain or 
road) 
3 2 0 0 1 0 0 0 
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Reduced Visitors and Visitor Nights 
Businesses throughout the fire affected regions of Montana indicated they felt a substantial loss in 
business during the summer of 2017. 6,7,8 The losses accrue through two main mechanisms: 1) Visitors 
cancel all or some of their trips to Montana, or 2) Visitors may shorten their length of stay.  
 
Of those individuals who did not travel to Montana during the summer of 2017 (N=596), 9% (N=52) 
indicated they had planned to visit the state but canceled due to the smoke or fire in their planned 
visiting area. Thus, for every 100 visitors that did come to Montana during this period, 8.6 individuals 
canceled their trip. Canceled trips were nearly twice as likely to have occurred in Glacier Country as 
opposed to any other travel region (Table 8). Within Glacier Country, most cancelled trips occurred in 
Flathead (8) and Missoula (5) counties. Of those that canceled, 10% had planned to fly. This is down 
from the air travel represented by those who did travel to the state, in which 16% flew. Just more than 
two-thirds (69%) of those who cancelled their trips indicated that their trips were for 
vacation/recreation/pleasure, and 21% indicated they planned to visit friends and family. 
 
 
Table 8. Frequency of canceled trips by travel region. 
Travel Region Frequency Portion of Respondents 
Glacier Country 19 39% 
Central Montana 10 20% 
Yellowstone Country 11 22% 
Southwest Montana 6 12% 
Southeast Montana 2 4% 
Missouri River Country 1   2% 
  
 
In addition to those who canceled their planned trips to Montana, others who did come at some point 
during the summer, canceled additional trips. For every 100 visitors to Montana, 6.9 canceled additional 
trips. On average, they canceled an additional 1.5 trips. Lastly, 7.1% of those who visited Montana 
shortened their expected stay length. On average, they reduced their stays by 36%. 
 
                                                          
6 Larson S (2017) Seeley area businesses pressing on through smoke, fire. Great Falls Tribune. 10 Sep 2017. 
http://www.greatfallstribune.com/story/news/2017/09/10/seeley-area-businesses-pressing-through-smoke-
fire/651980001/  
7 Erickson D (2017) Local businesses hit hard by wildfires; state steps in with help. Missoulian. 26 Sep 2017. 
http://missoulian.com/news/local/local-businesses-hit-hard-by-wildfires-state-steps-in-with/article_d104f202-
0fe5-54c9-bd24-5984e234c8b4.html  
8 Franz J (2017) The economics of smoke. Flathead Beacon. 20 Sep 2017. 
http://flatheadbeacon.com/2017/09/20/the-economics-of-smoke/  
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In the third quarter of 2017, preliminary9 estimates yield 5,635,000 nonresident visitors to Montana. 
These visitors, on average, spent 5.58 nights and $728 in the state, for a total spending of $1.7 billion.  
Accounting for the visitors who canceled their trips and those who shortened their stays suggests that 
absent the presence of fire and smoke in the state, the total 3rd quarter nonresident visitor volume 
could have been as high as 6,435,000. In other words, Montana lost roughly 800,000 visitors in the third 
quarter of 2017. This loss results in a loss of $240.5 million in visitor spending, or 12.4% for the quarter. 
This loss translates to a 6.8% loss in expected annual spending.  
 
Discussion 
As the summer of 2017 began, visitor numbers suggested a strong opportunity for the state to 
experience a banner year. Glacier National Park broke the 1,000,000 visitor mark in July alone. The first 
time in the history of the park.10 This marked a 23% increase over the volume experienced in July of 
2016. Traditionally, nonresident visitor numbers to Montana mirror park visit volume to Glacier and 
Yellowstone National Parks when considered in aggregate. As shown in Figure 2, visits to both the state 
and the national parks peak in July of every year, with the third quarter being the highest quarter. Since 
1991, third quarter visits to the two national parks combined has averaged 75% (std. dev = 0.07) of the 
volume of nonresident visitors to Montana.11 In 2017, this ratio was 84%, 3% higher than any third 
quarter in the last 20 years. While the combined park visitors were up 5.1%, visitors to Montana were 
flat over 2016 volumes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
9 Visitation estimates are considered preliminary until final, year-end tallies are generated.  
10 NPS (2017) National Park Service visitor use statistics. Retrieved from: https://irma.nps.gov/Stats/  
11 Note: Methodology to tally visit counts to the National Parks (https://irma.nps.gov/Stats/ )is distinctly different 
than that of the tally of nonresident visitors to Montana(http://itrr.umt.edu/about/nonresident.php)   
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Figure 2. Monthly visits (2005-2017) to Montana and Yellowstone/Glacier National Parks. 
 
 
The divergent change in visitation between 2016 and 2017 is not sufficient evidence in itself of a 
negative fire impact; however, it suggests motivation to identify major contributors to this difference. 
Yellowstone National Park and its gateway communities were largely spared in the 2017 fire season. 
Glacier National Park was not as fortunate. Glacier was however more fortunate than other areas, in 
that fires and smoke did not settle into the Flathead Valley until nearly September. Alternatively, other 
areas like the Bitterroot Valley and Seeley Lake, began experiencing significant smoke at the beginning 
of July. The Lolo Peak fire in the Bitterroots began on July 15th and did not officially end until October 6th. 
Similarly, the Rice Ridge Fire near Seeley Lake began on July 24th and did not officially end until October 
17th. In all, 69 fires began in July 2017 in Montana.12  
 
While many of the early fires permitted continued enjoyment at the National Parks, and thus limited 
negative impacts there, many of the communities between the parks experienced early and persistent 
smoky conditions that often fell within unhealthy conditions. The location and timing of the fires gives 
rise, at least in part, to the divergent observations in Montana visitors and park visits. As more of the 
state became inundated with smoke, the impacts began to spread. September witnessed a significantly 
steeper than normal drop off in visitation to Glacier as compared to previous years (Figure 3).13 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
12 NRCC (2017) 2017 NRGA year-to-date large wildland fires >100 acres by state. Retrieved 
from:https://gacc.nifc.gov/nrcc/predictive/intelligence/ytd_historical/ytd-daily-large.htm  
13 NPS (2017) National Park Service visitor use statistics. Retrieved from: https://irma.nps.gov/Stats/ 
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Figure 3. Glacier National Park Summer Visitation (2014-2017). 
 
 
In summary, 2017 third quarter nonresident visitation to Montana could have been higher if not for the 
wildfire season.  This affected activities, length of stay, and ultimately the impact to the economy of 
Montana.  
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Section II – Wildfire’s Impact on MT Residents 
 
This section discusses the impact of the wildfire season to residents.  The map below (Figure 4) 
highlights active fires posted September 4, 2017.  
 
Figure 4. September 4, 2017 snapshot of fires and smoke in the northwest US. 14 
 
Note: Pink represents excessive heat warning (high temperatures) while gray indicates unhealthy air due to smoke. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this section is to identify how the wildfire season affected Montanans’ daily outdoor 
living and travel experiences.   
Methods 
Primary data was collected by 10 surveyors dispersed around Montana at gas stations and rest areas.  As 
residents filled their gas tanks or stopped at a rest area, a surveyor would intercept them and ask up to 
14 questions related to the study recorded on an iPad.  Data was collected immediately following the 
fire season, in October and early November 2017.   
                                                          
14 Mischke N (2017) Where is the smoke coming from? Map shows 74+ wildfires burning in western states. 
http://www.khq.com/story/36285551/wherMischkee-is-the-smoke-coming-from-map-shows-74-wildfires-
burning-in-western-states  
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Response rate and weighting 
The surveyors intercepted 2,704 residents.  A 90% response rate was achieved for a final survey count of 
2,434 Montana adults age 18 and over.  The data was weighted by county of residence and gender to 
represent the general population of Montana. Five counties were not represented in this data: Treasure 
(pop. 692), Judith Basin (pop. 1,940), Golden Valley (pop. 831), Fallon (pop. 3,120), and Carter (pop. 
1,203). These five counties represent seven percent of Montana’s population. 
Results 
The first question asked, “How often did YOUR COMMUNITY experience decreased air quality because 
of smoke this fire season?”  Three-fourths of all residents indicated that air quality was compromised 
frequently for them (Figure 5). Further breakdown shows the responses based on residence in the six 
travel regions (Figure 6). Most people in the Southwest Region (90%) and Glacier Country (87%) said 
they experienced poor air quality frequently during the fire season. 
 
Figure 5. Percent of Montanans who experienced decreased air quality during the 2017 wildfire 
season. 
 
 
Figure 6. Percent of Montanans who experienced poor air quality by travel region respondents. 
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The second question asked if the fire season affected their participation in outdoor activities near their 
home.  Sixty-nine percent of surveyed Montanans over 18 said the smoke did affect outdoor activities. 
Extrapolating to the whole Montana population, there are 813,165 residents 18 and older, therefore 
561,084 residents had their outdoor activities impacted.  Those respondents who indicated that they 
were affected, were provided an opportunity to indicate the types of activities that were hindered.  As 
shown in Figure 7, 90%, representing 504,975 Montanans, indicated their outdoor recreation activities 
such as hiking and fishing were frequently or occasionally impacted due to the wildfire season followed 
by 75% who had their outdoor fitness activities affected.  
 
Figure 7. Resident activities affected by wildfire season 
 
Note: The above percentages are based on the 69% of Montanans whose outdoor activities were 
affected by fires. 
 
Finally, we asked Montanans if the fire season had affected their travels within the state. Eighty-five 
percent of adults (691,190) had planned to, or did travel during the 2017 fire season.  While 47% said 
their travel was not affected, 38% (262,652) expressed fire or smoke related issues with their travels. For 
those who expressed an issue, four follow-up questions were asked (Figure 8): 
 
 Did you cancel travel plans within Montana because of this year's fire season? 
 Did you reschedule travel plans within Montana because of this year's fire season? 
 Did you change your travel destination within Montana because of this year's fire season? 
 Did you change your travel route(s) within Montana because of this year's fire season? 
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Figure 8. Proportion of Montana residents with changes in travel due to 2017 fire season. 
 
 
In summary, most residents of Montana experienced decreased air quality during the 2017 fire season 
which affected their outdoor fitness regime, their ability to ‘play’ outside like usual, and for some, their 
willingness to travel.  Montanans live for the outdoors according to a 2012 study.15 That study showed 
88% of Montana residents (673,950 MT) 18 and over were active in outdoor recreation during the past 
year. In addition, 95% said outdoor recreation was important to their personal quality of life and 93% 
indicated it was also important for their family’s quality of life. The 2017 fire season dramatically 
affected their quality of life and their contribution to in-state spending which economically boosts other 
areas of the state than their home town.    
Final thoughts 
Fires are not unusual to Montana and much of the inland northwest.  It is part of the landscape and 
living patterns. And, according to the records, 2017 was not the worst, both 1910 and 2012 burned 
more acreage than in 2017.16  While we might take solace in that, the concern is now in the frequency 
and severity of these events.  Early expectations suggested a calm fire season in 2017; however, a “flash 
drought” in July quickly changed those expectations. Cathy Whitlock, of Montana State University, 
suggests this scenario is projected for the future as well.17 
                                                          
15Nickerson NP, and Metcalf EC (2013) MT SCORP: Public recreational use study 2012. Institution for Tourism and 
Recreation Research Publication. 2013-4. Retrieved from:  https://scholarworks.umt.edu/itrr_pubs/243/ 
16 Dettmer S (2017) Montana’s million-acre burn: All you need to know about the fire season.  Great Falls Tribune 
07 Sep 2017. http://www.greatfallstribune.com/story/news/2017/09/07/montanas-million-acre-burn-all-you-
need-know-fire-season/633420001/  
17 Smith, AV (2017) Montana’s tough summer. High Country News 49(21), 11 Dec 2017. 
25%
16%
13%
12%
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%
Canceled my travel
Changed my destination in MT
Rescheduled my travel
Changed my travel route
The Montana Expression 2017: 2017’s Costly Fire 
Season 
2017 
 
17 
 
According to the Montana Climate Assessment, two separate statements sum things up: 
 
“Since 1950, average statewide temperatures have increased by 0.5°F/decade (0.3°C/decade), 
with greatest warming in spring; projected to increase by 3-7°F (1.7-3.9°C) by mid-century, with 
greatest warming in summer and winter and in the southeast. (p. 11)” 
 
“An increase in fire risk (i.e., probability of occurrence)—including an increase in size and 
possible frequency and/or severity (i.e., tree mortality)—is expected in the coming century as a 
result of a) prolonged fire seasons due to increased temperatures, and b) increased fuel loads 
from past fire suppression [high agreement, robust evidence] (p. 18).”18  
 
In other words, there is strong indication that the 2017 fire season may become more of the norm 
rather than an unusually extreme event. Therefore, developing a sound understanding of the 
ramifications such changes create within the peak of Montana’s tourism season is a vital component of 
proactively adapting to and mitigating the consequences of living in an era of increased fire activity. As 
demonstrated by coverage in the 2017 Montana Climate Assessment, the breadth and depth of 
knowledge regarding the physical and biological attributes and probabilities of change possesses a 
robust and evolving literature. Additional efforts demonstrate the resiliency concerns of forest 
ecosystems like those found in Montana under a changing climate.19  
 
However, the collective knowledge of the resilience of the tourism dependent industries is less well 
understood. The primary goal of this paper is to begin the conversation within the travel industry about 
the need for adaptation such that travel and outdoor recreation continue to be highlights in the 
Montana economy.  We hope this report provides a glimpse as to how both the economy and the 
people of Montana were impacted to guide further conversation.   
 
 
 
 
                                                          
18 Whitlock C, Cross W, Maxwell B, Silverman N, and Wade AA (2017) 2017 Montana Climate Assessment. 
Bozeman and Missoula MT: Montana State University and University of Montana, Montana Institute on 
Ecosystems. 318 p. Retrieved from: http://montanaclimate.org/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/2017-
Montana-Climate-Assessment-Executive-Summary-lr.pdf 
19 Stevens-Rumann C, Kemp KB, Higuera PE, Harvey BJ, Rother MT, Donato DC, Morgan P, and Veblen TT (2017) 
Evidence for declining forest resilience to wildfires under climate change.  Ecology Letters.  
